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Addressing the Needs of Employees
With Autism Spectrum Disorders
By Michael Goldman, LPC, CEAP
trying to enter the workforce by
2020. And what about when these
individuals DO obtain jobs? These
figures imply that, if they haven’t
already, EA professionals are
likely to be asked to address the
unique needs of employees with
ASD in the near future.

A

ccording to some estimates, roughly 1 in 68
children in the U.S. have
an autism spectrum disorder
(ASD) – numbers that have skyrocketed in the past 30 years
(Taylor, J., 2016). A point that
gets overlooked is that many of
these individuals are no longer
children but adults who are struggling to find stable, full-time
employment. In fact, 85% of
higher-functioning people with
ASD are without full-time
employment (Simone, R., 2010).
And for those who are working,
the average full-time pay is only
$8.10 per hour.
According to Launchability.org,
500,000 people with ASD will be
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Vulnerabilities
But helping this unique population involves understanding them
better first. There are many reasons why the unemployment rates
for this group are so high.

v Reduced Theory of Mind –
Theory of Mind, often abbreviated
ToM, is the ability to attribute mental states— beliefs, intents, desires,
pretending, etc.— to oneself and
others and to understand that other
people have beliefs, desires, intentions, and perspectives that are different from our own (Premack, DG;
Woodruff, G., 1978).
continued on Page 2
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v Lack of social skills –
Employees must have technical
skills to get a job, but also must
have basic social skills to retain
employment. Many people with
ASD have very good, valuable
skills that businesses are looking
for but they lack the social skills
that make them perceived as nonteam players.

 CGP, EAPA Complete Vital

v Sensory issues – Also,
many of these employees have
sensory issues that can be
extremely distracting. For
instance, bright overhead lights
or loud noises may be too difficult for someone with ASD to
concentrate and do their work.
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Deficits in ToM can occur in
people with autism spectrum disorders, schizophrenia, attention
deficit hyperactivity disorder
(Korkmaz, B. 2011), cocaine
addiction (Sanvicente-Vieria, B.,
et al, 2017), as well as alcoholics
who have suffered brain damage
due to alcohol’s neurotoxicity
(Uekermann, J. & Daum, I., 2008).
People with a strong ToM can
predict how others will react in a
given situation. The weaker the
ToM, the more confusing interpersonal communication is to that person. People with ASD have been
known to be blunt and considered
to be rude. It is not uncommon for
someone on the spectrum to hear
something they disagree with and
make a comment like, “That’s stupid!” even if the other person is the
individual’s supervisor!
Comments like that can lead to
disciplinary action and even termination. Those types of comments
made to co-workers can lead to
alienation, isolation, and even bullying. At “best,” the person with
ASD will be seen as having a lack
of social skills (a vulnerability
noted earlier).
v Problems interpreting nonverbal communication – Another
common limitation for those with
ASD involves difficulty interpreting non-verbal communication.
According to noted psychology
professor Albert Mehrabian, only
7% of what people are communicating, thinking, and feeling come
from words (Simone). The rest
come from how words are “spoken” through a person’s body language and facial expressions.
Many people with ASD have
difficulty maintaining eye contact,
as well as not understanding that
others are upset with them or want
them to stop talking. People with
ASD may not understand how to
2 EA Report

master the give and take of conversation. They may either not
engage at all or conversely,
monopolize the conversation.
v Lack of crystalized intelligence – This is the ability to apply
strategies from one situation to
another. However, many individuals with ASD are very concrete in
their thinking and can’t convert
something they’ve learned to a different situation. Many struggle
with common cognitive distortions, e.g. black/white thinking,
catastrophizing, overgeneralization, and filtering.
Many also struggle with inflexibility to change, perfectionism,
being overly sensitive to criticism
and constantly asking/repeating
questions. Some engage in “stimming” behavior (e.g. hand-flapping, or talking out loud to
themselves). These behaviors are
used to calm anxiety but will look
awkward to others.
Strengths
If these employees have so
many limitations, why is it so
important for EA professionals to
assist and advocate for this population? As mentioned earlier, many
individuals with ASD have valuable attributes that make them
excellent employees, provided they
are trained how to communicate
and interact in the workplace.
These positive workplace attributes include:
• Very logical and good
analytical skills;
• Excellent memory for facts;
• Pay close attention to details;
• Tolerance to routine; and
• Vast knowledge in specialized
fields.
Persons with ASD also tend to
be strong visual thinkers, loyal,
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are passionate about their jobs,
have excellent attendance, take
pride in their work, and demonstrate a strong a desire to please
their work supervisors.
Businesses that hire, properly
train and support these folks have
found it to be very profitable (Che,
J., 2016). Companies like Ford
Motor Company, Home Depot,
CVS, Walgreens, Microsoft,
Proctor & Gamble, and Target
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have all embraced this type of
inclusion. Many of these companies have received specialized
training by consulting agencies on
how to make these partnerships
successful.
Another reason to hire individuals with ASD is the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which
states that if a company has a federal contract of over $10,000,
they must take affirmative action
to hire, retain, and promote qualified individuals with disabilities.
Advocacy: What the EAP can Do
Employee assistance professionals can assist by:
â Educating employers on
the challenges of individuals
with ASD, including how to
support them and place them in
a position to succeed. Support
for these employees may
include giving them specific,
clear, written instructions for
tasks, offering softer, no-phosphorescent lighting, being
allowed to wear ear plugs and
having offices or cubicles away
from noisy areas, being given
meeting agendas/notes in
advance and afterwards, and
being allowed to go to an area
to decompress if agitated.
â Helping management find
work mentors. Positive mentorship is very helpful for people on
the spectrum. EAPs can also
instruct management on how to
recognize employees who may be
on the spectrum and make them
more aware of bullying that
occurs in the workplace. The EA
professional can encourage management to advocate for employees stepping out of their comfort
zones and to be more validating
of them.
â Working directly with
employees with ASD – disclosure
being one possibility. The EA
November 2017

Editor’s Notebook
Autism is the
fastest-growing
developmental
disorder in the
U.S., so if you
haven’t already,
it’s likely that employee assistance
professionals will come into contact with someone with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) in the
very near future.
Many thanks to Michael
Goldman for providing this
month’s cover story. Michael
points out the vulnerabilities and
strengths of this unique population. I had the good fortune of
meeting Michael at the Wisconsin
EAPA Conference this spring, and
I quickly found out he has considerable expertise on meeting the
needs of those “on the spectrum”
as ASD is often referred.

publisher of this newsletter, and
not Impact Publications. As such,
all payments for a renewal or
first-time subscription to
Employee Assistance Report
should be made out to “Write it
Right” as per the PayPal account
now online at www.writeitrightllc.
com. If renewing, or subscribing
by snail mail, kindly send to:
Mike Jacquart, 395 Grove St.,
Iola, WI 54945. Finally, as noted
in a letter in the September issue
of EAR, remember that we are no
longer offering a printed version
of EAR, but this is also at a substantial savings for you, just $99 a
year, and still including all of the
inserts. Any questions, call me at
715-445-4386. Thanks for reading.

*****
Just a reminder to all that I –
under the auspices of “Write it
Right LLC” – am now the
professional can help an individual with ASD make an educated decision on whether to
disclose their diagnosis or simply how to teach them how to
advocate for themselves for
workplace supports.
EAPs can also assist this population in other ways:
• Addressing stress reduction and
time management strategies;
• Handling criticism appropriately and understanding organizational dynamics;
• Coaching on hygiene (a common workplace complaint); and
• Promoting communication
skills such as active listening
– actually a good thing for
managers, too!

Mike Jacquart, Editor
(715) 445-4386
madjac@tds.net
Summary
People with ASD in the workplace present many challenges but
also many opportunities. As
noted, because of their vulnerabilities it has been difficult for many
of them to find and maintain
meaningful employment. The
unemployment rate has been staggering. Fortunately, many businesses, with proper training, have
been able to retain these employees and even have found the practice to be profitable.
It has been widely speculated
that many historical and current
celebrities may have been on the
spectrum. Alexander Graham
Bell, Sir Isaac Newton, Albert
Einstein, and even Bill Gates have
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been rumored to have ASD.
Michael Burny was a financial
planner with ASD who successfully predicted the financial crisis
a few years ago and made his
company and their investors hundreds of millions of dollars.
EA professionals are in a
unique position of being able to
spearhead this movement, which
would benefit both the community
and businesses alike. 
Michael Goldman has been a trainer and
certified addictions counselor (CRADC)
for the past 33 years and certified employee assistance program (CEAP) counselor
the past 28 years. He is also a Licensed
Professional Counselor (LPC), and a certified Problem and Compulsive Gambling
Counselor (PCGC). As a trainer, he has
developed and implemented over 4,500
hours of wellness programs.
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Top 10 Negative 20
Management Behaviors
Celebrating

Years of Service!

Female employees’ picks

Poor interpersonal skills.......................................................................42%
Poor communication skills...................................................................37%
Failure to develop staff.........................................................................32%
Rigid, inflexible behavior.....................................................................28%
Disorganization....................................................................................24%
Arrogance.............................................................................................21%
Demeaning behavior............................................................................20%
Abrasiveness........................................................................................19%
Indecisiveness......................................................................................18%
Unpredictability...................................................................................17%

Male employees’ picks

Poor interpersonal skills.......................................................................32%
Poor communication skills...................................................................29%
Disorganization....................................................................................24%
Rigid, inflexible behavior.....................................................................23%
Unpredictability...................................................................................17%
Failure to develop staff.........................................................................16%
Not being a team player.......................................................................15%
Demeaning behavior............................................................................14%
Failure to delegate authority................................................................13%
Indecisiveness......................................................................................12%
Source: MCA Associates. Editor’s note: This poll appeared in the June 1999 issue of
“Employee Assistance Report.” How would men and women workers rate the importance
of these traits today?”
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In the News

CGP, EAPA Complete
Vital EAP Report

C

hestnut Global Partners
(CGP) and the Employee
Assistance Professionals
Association (EAPA) recently completed an important annual report
on the use of EAP.
The report focuses on the use of
CGP’s Workplace Outcome Suite
(WOS) in assessing over 16,000
users both before and after EAP
use. The report, titled “Comparing
Improvement after EAP
Counseling for Different
Outcomes: Workplace Outcome
Suite Annual Report 2017” demonstrates how EAP intervention
improves the following workplace
constructs: absenteeism, presenteeism, work enagement, workplace
distress, and life satisfaction.
This year’s report contains
pooled results across all WOS
users but also adds new significant
data from last year, that being:
Workplace outcome data across
four industries, various presenting
concerns, sources of referral, and
comparison of internal versus
external EAP models.
Why the WOS is Important
As opposed to a patchwork of
measurement tools that have not
advanced the EA field, the WOS
presents a single tool that can be
used across the EAP spectrum for
demonstrating effectiveness, and
in turn furthering the profession.
While not foolproof, the WOS is
demonstrating that EAP intervention produces statistically significant improvements in workplace
outcomes with very large samples
of employees.
November 2017

The WOS is now in use by hundreds of EAP organizations and
stands apart from other outcome
measures as it is psychometrically
tested, validated, workplacefocused, easy to administer, and
available free of charge with a
licensing agreement.
“EAP providers are currently
not paid in proportion to their
effectiveness, and this is
unlikely to change unless the
profession embraces improved
outcome measurement,” said
David Sharar, a research scientist with CGP’s Commercial
Science Division.

Summary
Highlights of the free report
were scheduled for discussion by
Dr. Sharar and Greg DeLapp,
EAPA CEO, in a breakout session at EAPA’s World EAP
Conference, October 3-6, 2017 in
Los Angeles.
EAR and Journal of Employee
Assistance Editor Mike Jacquart
contributed to this report. To
learn more about this report,
contact the editor at 715-4454386 or mjacquart@writeitrightllc.com or Dr. Sharar at
dsharar@chesnut.org. 

In the News

EAPA Announces New
Labor Chapter

F

or the first time in its history, the Employee Assistance Professionals
Association (EAPA) has a new Labor Chapter, open to all labor-affiliated members as well as those members who are labor friendly.
Labor-based professionals were a huge part of EAPA’s early growth going
back to the original Association of Labor/Management Administrators and
Consultants on Alcoholism (ALMACA).
To honor that heritage, and to provide for a labor presence, the chapter does not have geographical borders. Instead, after an inaugural
meeting at the EAPA 2017 Conference and EXPO in Los Angeles, there
will be three virtual meetings per year.
Annual chapter dues are $30, and can be added to an existing EAPA
membership. Alternatively, the Labor Chapter affiliation can be selected
when joining EAPA. Read more here http://www.eapassn.org/
LaborChapter. 
Source: EAPA.
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Book Review

Experts on Suicide Release New Title

S

uicide is not merely the act
of an individual; it always
has an effect on others and
can even increase the risk of suicide in the bereaved. The
International Association for
Suicide Prevention, the World

Health Organization, and others
have recognized postvention as an
important strategy for suicide prevention.
Postvention in Action is a
unique and comprehensive handbook. Authored by nearly 100
international experts, including
researchers, clinicians, support
group facilitators, and survivors,
the new title presents state-of-theart information in suicide bereavement support.
The first part examines the key
concepts and the processes that the
bereaved experience and illustrates
them with illuminating clinical
vignettes. The second and third
parts look in detail at suicide
bereavement support in all the relevant settings (including general
practices, the workplace, online

and many others) as well as in
specific groups (such as health
care workers).
In the concluding section, the
support provided for those
bereaved by suicide in no less
than 23 countries is explored in
detail, showing that postvention is
becoming a worldwide strategy
for suicide prevention. These
chapters provide useful lessons
and inspiration for extending and
improving postvention in new and
existing areas. This unique handbook is thus essential reading for
anyone involved in suicide prevention or postvention research
and practice.
To order, go to https://us.
hogrefe.com/shop/postvention-inaction-76282.html. 

In the News

Positive Testing for Marijuana Increasing

M

arijuana is still illegal
federally, but as states
decide to legalize, studies
have shown that the rate of employees testing positive for marijuana is
increasing, reports Smart
Approaches to Marijuana (SAM).
Between 2015 and 2016 in
Colorado, this rate increased 11%,
and the national positivity rate for
marijuana in the U.S. workforce
increased 4% in the same period.
This is even more important when
HR specialists and business leaders
consider that under many metrics,
marijuana is actually more harmful
than alcohol for job performance.
6 EA Report

Overall positivity in drug testing
among the combined U.S. workforce
in 2016 was 4.2 percent, an increase
over the previous year’s rate of 4.0
percent, and the highest annual positivity rate since 2004 (4.5 percent),
according to the annual Quest
Diagnostics Drug Testing Index.
“This year’s findings are
remarkable because they show
increased rates of drug positivity
for the most common illicit drugs
across virtually all drug test specimen types and in all testing populations,” said Barry Sample, PhD,
senior director, science and technology, for Quest Diagnostics.

SAM is the leading, non-partisan national organization offering
a science-based approach to marijuana policy in the nation.
Read more here http://www.
insurancejournal.com/news/
national/2017/05/17/451343.htm. 
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HR Corner

EAP/HR – When the Relationship is Broken

W

hat to do if the EAP/HR
relationship is not working? The following recommendations are presented here:
v Use benchmarking techniques
to assess how the partnership works
under a “best practices model”.
v Conduct an analysis of the
situation. If serious problems persist, ask an outside auditor or consultant to come in and work with
the two areas of the organization.
v Formulate an action plan to
initiate change.
Positive Working Relationships
As with any conflict, if it goes
on too long, an outside perspective
will be needed. At this point, swift
inquiry into “both sides of the
story” is essential. Any organization
benefits from positive working relationships. These positives include:
• Synergy;
• Productivity;
• Mutual goals; and
• Joint strategic planning.
These positives come from
helping one another maintain
appropriate boundaries and learning to say no when necessary. It
also comes from knowing your
organization and accepting what
you can do within your role. When
roles are clear and boundaries
defined, EAP/HR can jointly work
with conflict and problem resolution, using their respective expertise in the situation.
A good way to convince a company that strong EAP/HR relation-

ships are important is to point out
that it allows staff to “not work out
of their expertise”. It also allows
personal issues to get out of HR and
over to EAP. Most HR professionals
are glad to get away from hearing a
lot of personal information that they
are not trained to handle.
Working Together on Difficult
Situations
In order to work together effectively on difficult situations, it is necessary for EAP/HR professionals to:
• Give 100% no matter who the
employee is or what they are
presenting.
• Work together around the
common good.
• Understand business and
safety sensitivity issues.
• Understand that there may be
bigger issues behind the presented “symptom”.
• Work together to prevent lawsuits and save money for the
organization.
Reaping the Rewards of a
Strong Relationship
So, how do EAP and HR reap
the rewards of a strong relationship? First, the organization needs
to know how it values EAP services. A clear knowledge of this
can bring confidence to a program
and its staff. The value may come
across by not needing to sell the
service as much as was needed
previously – the service becoming
a norm in the organization, and
how readily the organization uses
EAP in critical situations.

Another indication is how often
EAP is called on to consult as a component for larger change – planning
for reorganizations, diversity initiatives, Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA) compliance, or other proactive
activity. If relationships are working,
EAP is asked more often to be
involved in a wide variety of issues.
Further, EAPs are a step ahead
if they have a solid understanding
of the business’s needs and therefore make HR look good as they
help with various situations.
Summary
Through ongoing reinforcement of
each other, EAP/HR can have a very
positive effect on any organization.
Employees benefit from knowing that
problems will be addressed and reconciled. The company benefits
because it becomes a work environment that people want to work for. 
Source: “EAP and HR – A Winning Combination: a conversation with Deborah Owens,”
Volume 1, No. 12 (December 1998) issue of
“Employee Assistance Report.”
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On the Job

The Business Value of EAPs

T

he main benefit of EAPs is
fairly straightforward: When
used appropriately, they can
make a workforce happier, healthier, and more productive – and even
save money over time.
EAPs have long been criticized for
their inability to report concrete outcomes*. There is an ongoing debate
about the monetary return of investment (ROI) these programs deliver.
But let’s simplify the discussion and
focus exclusively on the value they
bring in terms of productivity:
v Statistics show that roughly 1
in 4 adults suffers from a diagnosable mental illness in a given year.
Most of these are relatively mild.
v The majority of people that
have a mental illness live and
function fairly normally – and they

continue to show up to work.
However, a given individual suffering from mental illness is going
to have trouble performing their
job to their full potential.
v The Harvard Business
Review found that workers suffering from depression lose the
equivalent of 37 working days
each year – 9 because of sick days
or time taken off of work, and
another 18 due to lost productivity.
Every company has employees
suffering from mental health issues.
These issues affect performance and
productivity. So if companies can
reasonably help employees improve
their mental health, they have an
incredibly strong incentive to do so.
The real reason why businesses
need these programs is two-fold.

In the News

E

Sensor Keeps Tabs
on Alcohol Intake

lectrical engineers are
developing a wearable sensor to help people manage
their intake of alcohol.
Worn like a watch, the innovative sensor picks up vapors from
the skin and sends the data to a
server, according to Florida
International University News. If
the alcohol reading is high, via an
app, a designated loved one gets
an alert to check in on the user.
The easy-to-wear device is
designed to help address issues
with social drinking and addiction.

8 EA Report

Shekhar Bhansali, inventor of
the sensor, explains that people
struggling with alcoholism typically will lapse when it comes to
self-reporting their alcohol intake.
Also, alcohol clears the body
within eight hours so someone
who has to take a urine test in
the morning can technically sleep
off any binge drinking they may
have undergone the night before.
The wearable sensor detects
alcohol off the skin within 15 to
20 minutes of consumption. 

They provide qualified help to
employees that need it – and they
can help employers gain back a percentage of the working days that are
currently being lost to mental illness.
If you’re a business leader,
these are the outcomes that will
influence your balance sheet on a
monthly basis. 
Additional source: The Huffington Post. *
The Workplace Outcome Suite, developed
by Chestnut Global Partners, currently
being used by 600 EAP organizations, is illustrating ways in which EAPs DO, in fact,
deliver measurable outcomes in quantifiable business terms. For more information,
go to http://www.eapassn.org/WOS.

Resources
 The Big Squeeze: Hugs
& Inspiration for Every
Grown-Up Who Loves Teddy
Bears, by Susan Mangiero,
Happy Day Press, 2017, $14.95,
www.ipaintwithwords.com.
How “kind” is your workplace?
Are your employees or coworkers stressed to the max, overly
competitive, and habitually
secretive? Or are people open,
communicative, helpful, and
friendly? The author explains
why this is so important.
 Humility is the New
Smart: Rethinking Human
Excellence in the Smart
Machine Age, by Ed Hess and
Katherine Ludwig, BerrettKoehler Publishers, 2017,
$27.95. While the technology of
the near future will be able to
outthink us in many ways, our
human intelligence, not artificial,
etc., will be the very factor crucial in keeping us employable. 
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